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INTRODUCTION1 

On 10 November 2001, almost 60 years to the day after the 

Imperial Japanese Navy sortied from the homeland to attack Pearl 

Harbor, ships from the Japanese Maritime Self Defense Force 

sailed for the Indian Ocean to join the US Navy and other allied 

forces in the war against terrorism.  This deployment of forces 

was a major step for Japan, following intense debate in the 

Japanese Diet.2  Like many other nations, Japan shared the sense 

of threat from a global terrorist movement.  Unlike other nations, 

Japan had constitutionally constrained its ability to combat such 

threats.   

More than half a century of formal rejection of security policy 

options considered normal and essential by other states produced a 

deeply ingrained national sense of pacifism.  Despite the dramatic 

shock of the September 11th attacks, some in Japan still clung to 

the most restrictive traditional post-war views of self-defense.  

Even a recent series of armed clashes between Japanese ships and 

vessels suspected to be from North Korea set off a fierce public 

debate over Japan’s right to defend itself in its own territorial 

waters.  Mindful of public opinion, some of Japan’s leaders 

worked to hedge their commitment to the war against terrorism.3 

This deployment of Japanese forces marks another in a series 

of recent shifts in Japan’s defense posture.  After the 

embarrassment of Japan’s ambiguous efforts to join the 

international coalition protecting its clear economic interests in the 
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Gulf War, the Japanese made a series of small, halting steps 

towards greater participation in international peacekeeping.  They 

reaffirmed, restructured, and revitalized the Defense Guidelines 

linking them to the United States.  But while many in Japan—and 

many of Japan’s neighbors—oppose a robust Japanese security 

posture, for some in Japan and the United States these steps are 

still not enough.  Japan, it is argued, must accept the normal 

national security responsibilities expected of any nation.   

Does this recent commitment of Japan’s Self Defense Force 

represent a bold and irreversible step toward greater military self 

reliance, or is this another in a long series of incremental, 

ambiguous, and reversible actions aimed at balancing domestic 

demands and external pressures?4  And, if this does represent a 

lasting change in Japan’s defense posture, what does that mean for 

America’s forward military presence in East Asia? 

The near-term prospects5 for America’s continuing role in the 

security and stability of Northeast Asia can only be effectively 

analyzed in light of Japan’s likely security posture and the context 

of related regional issues and events.  Even before September 11th, 

almost daily events in and between virtually every nation in the 

region highlighted the continuing United States presence.  In the 

past decade the domestic politics of Japanese national security, the 

dramatic if erratic momentum toward Korean rapprochement, the 

re-emergence of China as a regional hegemon, and America’s 

continuing reassessment of its global role have all combined to 

heighten attention to the future of American policy in East Asia.   

This study reviews several specific security scenarios for 

Northeast Asia, examines the possible roles for all nations in the 

region, and concludes that in the near term Japan’s domestic 
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political and economic weaknesses combine with regional 

political dynamics to provide a significant, continuing US 

diplomatic and military presence.   

There are several fundamental assumptions made in this 

study.  The first is that any premise of a unilateral American role 

in the region is inherently flawed.  America’s future in Northeast 

Asia can only be explained, described, predicted, and prescribed 

in the complex context of domestic politics within and interaction 

between the other nations of the region.  Therefore, this paper will 

deliberately reverse the practice of discussing America’s role at 

length while discussing broader regional dynamics at the margins. 

The next assumption is that the presence of conventional 

military forces forward deployed in theater can and should be 

considered distinct from considerations of strategic or theater-

based missiles defenses.  Clearly missiles (both strategic and 

theater) and conventional forces are integrated parts of a military 

force continuum.  However, each possesses deterrent and 

responsive capabilities uniquely suited for specific types of 

threats, and each needs to be assessed separately.6  This paper will 

focus primarily on conventional military forces.  Furthermore, this 

paper focuses more specifically on forces deployed to contribute 

to the defense and security of the region as opposed to those 

forward based for use in out of sector missions.   

Related to this assumption is the argument that discussing 

military presence without noting political, social, and economic 

factors is, at best, a partial solution.  The factors most likely to 

either trigger war or foster peace in Northeast Asia are not rooted 

in comparative military capabilities or troop placement.  Instead, 
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military capabilities and troop placement are inseparable from 

political, social, and economic factors. 7 

Despite the hyperbole of the late 1980’s, this paper assumes 

that Japan is a nation severely weakened by its continuing 

inability to restore economic order and stability.  Most of those 

who used to facetiously state that “The Cold War is over and 

Japan won” now recognize the reality of Japan’s precarious 

economic position.  This combined with a slow response to 

needed domestic political reforms has greatly diminished Japan’s 

hopes for sustained regional (let alone global) hegemony.8  

Furthermore, any proposals for assuming a more substantive 

security role must overcome the unique Japanese brand of national 

pacifism that blocks the required Constitutional revisions.9 

Next, while full, peaceful Korean reunification will certainly 

not occur in the short term, there will be continuing engagement 

between the two Koreas resulting eventually in some form of 

permanent, stable reunification.  Movement toward that eventual 

reconciliation proceeds at a far slower pace than had been 

previously expected.  The optimism evident at the height of Kim 

Dae-Jung’s “Sunshine Policy” is clearly gone.  The recent North 

Korean response to selection as part of the “axis of evil” was a 

setback to US relations with both Koreas.  Nevertheless, progress, 

however glacial, continues. 10  

Meanwhile the nearly complete unraveling of the North 

Korean economy has not brought the anticipated collapse of the 

regime nor does such a collapse appear likely in the near term.  

Given all this, the reasons for stationing forces on the Korean 

Peninsula have not been fundamentally altered.  However, 

growing domestic pressure in South Korea has undermined the 
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consensus for maintaining a United States presence and a number 

of actions have taken place over the past decade to reduce the 

visibility of the American footprint.  

This study also assumes that tensions between Taiwan and the 

mainland will continue.  The decades-long brinkmanship between 

Beijing and Taipei remains a reflection of domestic politics in 

each capital as much if not more than it has in years past. 

Furthermore, some of the current tensions are also fueled by 

domestic politics in the United States.  Despite these tensions the 

immediate likelihood of armed conflict is not high.  This is 

significant to the US-Japan relationship because Japan has 

struggled to avoid being caught in the Beijing-Taipei conflict for 

reasons rooted as much in Japan’s recent colonial past as in 

Japan’s general strategic isolation.11  

A further assumption is that the recent reemergence of China 

in its traditional role as regional hegemon is the result of the 

uncertain dynamics of China’s internal economic and political 

modernization.  It is not the result of a deliberate, aggressive 

policy of territorial or political expansion.  Furthermore, the most 

significant bases for current political tensions with the United 

States are rooted in China’s domestic policy, not its foreign or 

defense policies.12  While an understandable rebuttal to this 

assumption would be to point out the conflicts with Taiwan and 

Tibet, it is important to remember that despite the perceptions of 

other nations, the PRC considers Taiwan and Tibet to be internal 

domestic issues.   

This paper also assumes that the continued presence of 

American forces in Northeast Asia is not a unilateral decision 

made at the discretion of the US military.  Civilian political 
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leaders, not the Pentagon, make American troop basing policies.  

Such decisions have significant political and economic 

implications beyond the scope and authority of military leaders 

whose power is limited to recommending and implementing such 

policies.13   

Next, while the United States could unilaterally choose to 

withdraw forces from anywhere in the region, it would not likely 

do so without giving consideration to the severe diplomatic 

consequences.  Such a dramatic action would seriously reflect on 

other American commitments around the world.  Needless to say, 

any attempts to station troops overseas without host nation 

consent would be, at the most extreme, tantamount to an act of 

war.  While the United States does not have unconstrained, 

unilateral power to station or withdraw forces from overseas 

bases, host nations do have the power to evict.  When they do—as 

was the case in France in the 1960’s, Thailand in the 1970’s, and 

the Philippines in the 1980’s—the United States must and will 

comply.   

BACKGROUND 

Ever since the Spanish-American War and the subsequent 

capture and colonization of the Philippines, there has been a 

constant American military presence in East Asia.  For more than 

a century, the US forces forward based on Asian soil have carried 

out a variety of roles ranging from deterrent presence to the 

prosecution of total war.  Like the briefer but far more visible US 

military role in Europe, American military presence in Asia has 

been an extension of America’s broader foreign policy aimed at 

securing and advancing US national economic and political 

interests.14  
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However, unlike the American presence in Europe, the United 

States military in Asia has not consistently been part of broader 

multilateral efforts based on formal security alliances such as 

NATO.  Instead, the United States has carried out its Asian 

security policies bilaterally or at times unilaterally.  During times 

of war in Asia the US has placed its efforts under the umbrella of 

multilateral alliances.  Between the wars those alliances ceased to 

play a primary role in the development and execution of US 

policy.  Indeed, one could argue that even while part of formal 

alliance structures for the purposes of waging war, America’s role 

was clearly assumed to be “first among equals.”   

The distinction between the traditional United States military 

role in Europe and the traditional American military role in Asia is 

important as one assesses the likely future.  The prospects for a 

reunified Korea or the less immediate but certainly no less 

important peaceful resolution of the Taiwan-PRC relationship 

would alter the security landscape of Asia at least as much as the 

fall of the Berlin Wall altered Europe.  However, while US forces 

remain in Europe after the dramatic events of the past decade, it is 

dangerous and naïve to assume a prolonged status quo for 

American forces in Asia.15  

A number of important, closely linked factors affect the future 

presence of the United States military in Asia.  First is the 

traditional pattern of hegemony and power in East Asia, in sharp 

contrast to the European model.  Simply stated, classic European 

balance-of-power politics do not fully apply to Northeast Asia.  

Consequently, assessments of East Asian international relations 

rooted in mainstream Realist International Relations literature are 

often flawed.  Furthermore, most policy analysis and decision 
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making is often unconsciously a product of this same Eurocentric 

view of diplomacy and security.16 

For example, European diplomacy (and much of the scholarly 

literature that draws on European cases) is premised on multiple 

competing nations with roughly comparable but constantly 

shifting relative capabilities.  These states either balance or 

bandwagon based on capabilities and their perceptions of threats.  

The result is constantly shifting patterns of conflict and alliance 

over the course of many centuries. 17   

Many of the states in Europe emerged as coherent political 

entities after centuries of internal struggle.  State identities were 

sometimes geo-politically blurred by patterns of cross-border 

alliances and cultural affinities.  We think of this as ancient 

history.  However, it is worth noting that Italy and Germany were 

not unified modern states until late in the last century, Britain was 

not always the United Kingdom and still must contend with 

internal separatist movements, and many Central European states 

were manufactured, destroyed, then resurrected many times over.  

Complicating this were patterns of alliances built or reinforced by 

intermarriages among royal leaders.  While this was meant to 

bring peace, more often it brought new conflicts, some more 

deeply personal than political or diplomatic.  World War I was, 

among other things, a war between cousins.18   

Northeast Asia’s patterns of international politics emerged far 

differently.  Rather than several competing potential hegemons, 

China has been the one consistent hegemon dominating the region 

culturally as well as politically for thousands of years.  

Furthermore, this hegemony was not exercised through military 

conquest and occupation but through the unique system of tribute 
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and cultural integration.  There is no comparable example from 

European history.  

While the patterns of foreign policy in Europe reflected 

constant interaction and expansion, the patterns in Northeast Asia 

reflected isolation.  The greatest threats and conflicts were 

internal.  This had also been true in parts of Europe during the 

feudal era; however, there was no comparable Asian example of 

the kinds of religious and ideological battles that spanned national 

and ethnic boundaries.  Asian states did not engage in the kinds of 

formal balancing and alliance behavior that dominated Europe 

well into the modern era and continues to dominate today.  Asian 

internal conflicts also stayed largely internal.  Europe’s prevalent 

patterns of diplomacy and intermarriage to gain domestic political 

advantage were not mirrored in Asia.19  

The most serious threat to these traditional patterns emerged 

in the 19th Century as European imperial intervention coincided 

with the domestic weakness and vulnerability of China.  Seizing 

on the opportunity provided by Perry’s visits and mindful of 

China’s example, Japan emerged from its isolation.  The 

traditional Asian order collapsed.  The Japanese quickly filled the 

vacuum left by the demise of China’s hegemony.  The adaptation 

of Western patterns of imperial behavior quickly brought Japan 

into the select group of the world’s most powerful nations.  Within 

less than a century, this form of European imperial order had the 

same disastrous consequences for Asia that it ultimately had for 

Europe.   

In the post-World War II era, the traditional power patterns in 

Asia re-emerged and remain in the contemporary structure of 

existing regional relationships.  Specifically, relationships 
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between states are bilateral rather than multilateral.  Now, 

however, the hegemon is America.  Acting in the role of an 

offshore balancer, the United States assumes China’s traditional 

role as the hegemon dominating bilateral relationships.  

Meanwhile relationships between states in Asia reflect more than 

a century of bitter conflicts that have not been fully resolved.    

Unlike the European post-war experience, there is no NATO 

or EU style framework to provide for future resolution of 

conflicts.  During the Cold War, the United States was able to 

either ignore or capitalize on Asian bilateral conflicts as a means 

of advancing its short-term regional interests and its larger, long-

term global Cold War interests.  In so doing, the United States 

often ignored the specific regional context.  The preferred 

American lens for viewing international politics has been 

European rather than Asian. 

With the end of the Cold War, American policy required 

reassessment.  That is not to say that the Cold War has, in fact, 

ended.  This widespread belief is a continuation of traditional 

American Eurocentricity.  While the European chapter of the Cold 

War appears to have drawn to a close (or, in the minds of some 

more cautious observers, taken a brief sabbatical), a Cold War still 

continues in East Asia.  In fact, significant elements of the Cold 

War differ from Europe to Asia.  Despite the fact that the United 

States viewed its Cold War actions in Asia as an extension of its 

actions in Europe, these were two very different wars. 20 

As the new century begins, the nations in East Asia and the 

United States reassess their security roles in the region.  In that 

reassessment, there are a number of potential misperceptions.  

Some are already evident in public discussions.  The primary 
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misperceptions relate to Chinese capabilities and intentions.  

Speculation about PRC offensive military power and likely 

courses of action does not always match actual military strength.  

The greatest danger is an overestimation of PRC military strength 

and intent, followed by a buildup by other nations in response to a 

threat that is little more than speculation.  In addition to 

endangering regional stability, this fuels internal domestic 

conflicts in China.21 

An equally dangerous misreading is the assumption that Japan 

can be viewed as a balancing power rather than a threat.  This is 

primarily an issue for American policy makers urging revision of 

the Japanese “peace” Constitution and modernization of the 

Japanese Self Defense Force.  The perceived rearming of Japan 

stirs fears in Korea and China and reinforces hard-liners, 

particularly those in China suspicious of economic and political 

modernization at the expense of defense spending.22 

A clearly related issue is the continuing inability of Japan to 

officially come to terms with recent history.  As recently as 

summer 2001, Japan failed to effectively deal with regional furor 

caused by the perennial conflict over the treatment of Japan’s 

aggressive past in government-approved history texts.  Added to 

this was the outcry over debate in Prime Minister Junichiro 

Koizumi’s cabinet about conducting official visits to Yasukuni 

Shrine, official resting place of the spirits of Japan’s war dead to 

include several executed war criminals.  Attempts to sidestep the 

controversy by wordsmithing and “spinning” the nature of the 

visits only fueled regional anger and domestic cynicism.23 

The recurring failure to deal with the recent past has two 

consequences.  One is the continuing mistrust by those who 
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experienced Japanese aggression.  Much of this mistrust is 

genuine while some is cynically generated for domestic political 

purpose.  Regardless of its foundation, this mistrust greatly 

complicates the likelihood for regional security cooperation.  The 

second consequence is domestic.  Without a realistic view of their 

own history, the Japanese are hard pressed to build an effective 

domestic consensus on security issues.  The quasi-official 

toleration of outspoken nationalists and historical revisionists only 

serves to highlight the problem and delay resolution.24  

A seldom-mentioned issue is the likelihood that a reunified 

Korea could be seen as a threat by other nations, particularly 

Japan.  Under any circumstance, the emergence of a new state 

with a strong sense of nationalism and a large, well-armed, well-

trained military would serve to threaten its neighbors.  This is 

even more significant given the recent tragic relationship between 

Japan and Korea and the failure of Japan to effectively confront its 

colonial and wartime past.25 

THREE SCENARIOS FOR SECURITY IN NORTHEAST 
ASIA 

Unilateral Independence 

Given these assumptions, this background, and current 

concerns, there are three options currently under debate for 

structuring security in the region.  Each overlap at points, but at 

their core they are distinct choices with different options and 

implications for the United States.  These options are (1) 

independent capabilities and non-alignment, (2) multilateral 

alliance with shared defensive responsibilities and (3) continuation 

of the status quo with the United States as a balancer and honest 
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broker, providing the security umbrella through a series of 

bilateral relationships. 

The first option—independent capabilities—requires each 

nation to develop its own, independent military capabilities 

without consideration of possible alliances or bilateral 

arrangements.  Under this option military forces are structured in 

accordance with assessments of specific threats and the limits of 

national resources.  This option can prove deceptive.  No nation 

has truly unlimited resources.  One key resource is a nation’s 

limited ability to build and sustain a domestic political consensus 

for unlimited military spending short of an all out war for national 

survival.  Each of the nations involved in the security of this 

region has specific limitations on its ability to be a truly 

independent, unilateral power.  Two of these nations—China and 

the United States—can enjoy relative independence with specific 

but minor limitations.   

However, Japan’s security independence is severely 

constrained.  The most obvious constraints are the legal limits 

imposed by the Japanese Constitution and the related limitations 

implied by the collective defense arrangement with the United 

States.26  In the unlikely event that both of these primary 

constraints could be lifted, other serious barriers to security 

independence exist.  The first and most formidable is the culture 

of pacifism that has developed since World War II.  Domestic 

opposition to Constitutional revision and enhanced military 

capabilities remains high.  Even during periods when potential 

threats might have served to motivate a change in attitudes, 

political leaders have been unable to move public opinion in the 
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direction of military modernization, let alone genuine security 

independence.27 

In addition to a lack of popular support for revising the status 

quo, Japan lacks the financial resources to carry out a substantial 

military buildup.  In a little over ten years Japan has gone from the 

economic envy of the world to a nation trapped in a major 

recession.  Unemployment is on the rise, officials have begun to 

acknowledge a problem with homelessness, growth has averaged 

one percent, and financial institutions are burdened with almost 

unmanageable debts.  Despite the initial popularity of Prime 

Minister Koizumi and his promise of economic reforms (as well 

as revisions to the security policy) domestic political institutions 

have proven incapable of responding to this crisis.28   

One could accept the premises that domestic public opinion 

has limited effect on Japanese political leaders, that military parity 

can be achieved with asymmetric high-tech solutions rather than 

expensive industrial-based weapons systems, and that a military 

buildup would cause a short-term economic bounce.  Under such a 

scenario Japan could move toward some degree of effective 

rearmament; however, such a movement is not likely to succeed.  

Catching up implies that others wait for you.  To do so one must 

presume ignorance and/or paralysis on the part of Japan’s 

neighbors.  Inevitably, China would remain one or more steps 

ahead of Japanese capabilities and the legitimacy of hard liners in 

China would be further enhanced.  Korea—whether divided or 

reunified—would not sit by idly. South Korean military 

capabilities already far outstrip those of Japan.  Rearmament of 

Japan would be easily exploited as a popular rationale for 

sustaining Korean military capabilities even after reunification.  
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Even if it takes the almost unthinkable step of secretly developing 

and then announcing nuclear capability, Japan could not 

successfully establish security independence.  It is simply not 

possible for Japan to get there from here. 

For China, the most significant limitation is domestic political 

consensus.  The current regime—even given some periodic 

conservative retrenchment—is struggling to pursue economic and 

political modernization.  This has meant balancing while 

maintaining domestic stability (most significantly, elite 

consensus) with dramatic and often disruptive economic change.  

This ambitious, high-risk undertaking also requires greater 

integration into the international community.  With increased 

integration comes increased scrutiny and, inevitably, increased 

international criticism for a state with a strong sense of cultural 

superiority combined with a unique history of isolation and 

regional hegemony. 

Closely related to this challenge is the historic Chinese 

imperative for internal order, stability, and cohesion reflected in 

what most other nations choose to interpret as international rather 

than domestic political conflicts.  Until September 11th, foremost 

among these in the minds of most western observers was the 

conflict over the status of Taiwan.  Since then, the threat of 

Islamic fundamentalism in western China has received significant 

attention.  Regardless of the specific threat, the widely shared 

domestic demand to maintain national territorial cohesion is 

reinforced by the remembered costs of failure to do so under the 

European onslaught in the 19th Century.  The legitimacy of the 

nation’s leadership is directly tied to its ability to defend and 

maintain the nation’s geopolitical integrity.  While serious 
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divisions may exist on other domestic political issues, the 

perceived importance of Taiwan, the western autonomous regions, 

and Tibet is a view that crosses other political lines.  

Short of dramatic provocation (foremost of these being a 

formal Taiwanese declaration of independence from the 

mainland), China will not attack.  However, China will continue 

to risk an arms race and international disapproval to ensure that it 

has the military capability needed to deter national 

dismemberment.  To build and sustain that military capability, 

China must divert resources from pressing domestic economic 

needs while raising the concerns and suspicions of other nations.  

These other nations include those in the region, each of which has 

at least one unresolved territorial dispute with China.29 

In a relative sense, China may be the most independent of the 

nations in the region.  This independence is not without serious 

constraining pressures.  These pressures become even more 

pronounced in a scenario where every other nation in the region 

seeks an independent security course.  The result would easily be 

the kind of spiraling security dilemma that destabilizes the 

economy and domestic political order of the entire region.  Given 

the significant share of the global economy tied to this region, 

such a disruption would be quickly felt around the world. 

Regional Collective Security 

It has been suggested that the best alternative for East Asian 

security is the building of a regional alliance to provide for 

collective security.  Proponents of this concept look to post-World 

War II Europe for examples.  Under such a proposal, Northeast 

Asian nations would form a multilateral security arrangement as a 

means of conflict prevention and resolution. 30   
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Such a proposal is hampered for a number of reasons.  First, it 

is inconsistent with the practices and traditions of the region.  As 

noted above, international relations in Northeast Asia have been 

bilateral rather than multilateral.  While Europe has multilateral 

diplomatic practices and institutions dating back to the Treaty of 

Westphalia, Northeast Asia has no existing framework.  Building 

such an arrangement from scratch—while certainly a worthy 

goal—is not likely to achieve immediate results.   

Such an arrangement also requires a motivation for action, 

normally in the form of a threat.  What are the possible threats 

motivating such an alliance in Northeast Asia?  Is terrorism by 

non-state actors a threat?  Recent events certainly warrant closer 

cooperation.  However, despite September 11th, there is little in 

the way of a substantial threat (beyond small, localized groups 

posing domestic dangers best handled by law enforcement) that 

might overrule existing barriers to a formal security alliance.  Are 

there major external threats to the region requiring united 

response?  No such threats appear immediately on the horizon.  Is 

there a requirement for in-theater peacetime missions such as 

peacekeeping or humanitarian assistance beyond the scope of one 

state’s abilities?  At present there are no peacekeeping 

requirements in Northeast Asia, and humanitarian assistance 

requirements have not appeared to outstrip the capabilities of the 

states affected.  For example, during the Kobe earthquake 

Japanese government officials not only rejected large-scale 

assistance from the American military, but tried to oppose or 

restrict aid from their own Self Defense Force as well.31   

The perceived threats to the region are from nations within the 

region.  As alliances evolve they may mitigate the potential of 
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threats from those states within the alliance.  Alliances do not 

form among states that view each other as a danger above all other 

potential threats.  Japan, China, and the two Koreas view each 

other as threats.  It may be an overt fear, as with Japan’s growing 

fear of China.  It may be a covert threat, as with Japan’s fear of a 

reunified Korea.  It may be an empty but rhetorically useful threat, 

as with Korea and China’s fear of Japan.  It may be the collective 

threat that all states feel from the regions many unresolved 

territorial disputes.  The result is the same.  The nations of 

Northeast Asia do not have the baseline trust necessary to initiate 

and sustain a multilateral collective security alliance.   

A logical alternative would be the creation of bilateral 

alliances between states.  In fact, such alliances already exist 

between the United States and Japan and the United States and 

Korea; however, these arrangements are not regional security 

agreements.  They link nations in the region to a nation outside 

Northeast Asia whose security interests intersect but do not 

always wholly coincide with their own.  To form such alliances 

within the region would necessitate excluding and, therefore, 

threatening other nations.  Any such alliance would be inherently 

destabilizing.  A Japan-Korea alliance (whether with the ROK or a 

reunified Korea) would certainly fuel China’s fears of 

encirclement, despite the fact that the two parties to such an 

agreement would not pose a serious, immediate military threat to 

the PRC.  A Japan-China alliance excluding Korea serves no 

foreseeable purpose other than to antagonize Korea.  An alliance 

between China and Korea (the most conceivable of all such 

arrangements) would be superfluous.  Either of these two nations 
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alone is capable of dealing with a military threat from Japan and, 

in fact, Japan does not threaten either state.   

Japan brings three significant impediments to any alliance.  

The first is its limited military capabilities and the extraordinary 

domestic political difficulties inherent in attempting to overcome 

that limitation.  Next is its current economic weakness.  The 

largest impediment to any regional alliance involving Japan is that 

nation’s failure to come to acceptable terms with the region’s 

memories of World War II.  This is periodically refueled by 

controversies regarding school textbooks.  This dispute is more 

than a debate about history.  To the other nations in the region it is 

a fundamental barrier to the kind of trust and transparency 

necessary for any form of alliance. 

Status Quo 

The third option open to the nations of the region is sustaining 

the status quo.  The United States continues to serve as the 

security umbrella through bilateral defense agreements with Korea 

and Japan.  Each nation operates within the opportunities and 

constraints of these agreements according to the limits of their 

existing capabilities, their financial resources, and their domestic 

political consensus.  But while sustaining the status quo may seem 

the most obvious solution, it is far more obvious that the status 

quo cannot stand.  

Domestic political costs of the existing relationships have 

increased.  The United States-Japan relationship is under pressure 

despite the initial success of the recent US-Japan Defense 

Guidelines revisions.32  In the years immediately following the 

negotiation of the new guidelines, there was some evidence of an 

attempt by Japan to adhere to the guidelines while increasing 



Japan’s Changing Role 

 20

cooperation with and accommodation to China.  Some policy-

makers are urging Japan to develop greater military capabilities 

and flexibility while maintaining close interdependence with the 

United States.  However, greater capabilities and flexibility are 

likely to encourage domestic demands for greater independence.   

The economic and social costs of the recent banking crisis and 

the optimism brought by the Sunshine Policy have increased 

domestic political resentment of the American presence in South 

Korea.  The American footprint has already been reduced in Seoul 

by relocating a number of military bases out of the city.  While 

early hopes for reunification have diminished, the initial public 

discussions of a post-reunification role for US forces continue.   

Despite all this, Korea is clearly the most volatile location in 

the region.  The two neighboring states are still technically at war.  

There is still widespread famine in North Korea.  Armed troops 

are on hair-trigger alert along the Demilitarized Zone (one of the 

most inappropriately named locations in the world).  Belligerent 

rhetoric is still the dominant tone of discussions across the 38th 

parallel (and between the United States and North Korea).  Earlier 

hopes for rapid progress in North-South diplomacy had already 

been severely challenged when tensions flared again in the wake 

of President Bush’s “axis of evil” speech.  The realization that any 

outbreak of violence on the Korean Peninsula directly threatens all 

neighboring states has sustained often frustrated diplomatic efforts 

and involves Japan to a far greater degree than the threat of war 

over Taiwan.33      

An often-overlooked dimension of the conflict in Korea is the 

role of the PRC.  While Beijing is routinely assumed to be the 

staunch ally of North Korea, China has built a substantial 
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diplomatic and economic relationship with South Korea.  Low-

level “Track Two” diplomacy and sub rosa trade in the early 

1980’s provided the early foundation for this relationship.  Now 

trade and diplomatic exchange between the two nations is 

substantial and above board.  China clearly has an interest in the 

long-term stability of the two Koreas.  At the same time, the tragic 

state of the North Korean economy has created problems for 

China to include a flow of refugees seeking economic and 

political asylum. 34   

The most significant change has been in the relationship 

between China and America.  President Bush has reassessed and 

significantly altered the Clinton Administration’s “strategic 

partnership” between the United States and China.  Some of this 

reassessment can be attributed to US domestic political pressures 

from those concerned about political and religious rights.  The 

confrontation over a US Navy surveillance aircraft and the tragic 

accidental bombing of the Chinese diplomatic building in Kosovo 

demonstrate that the US-China conflict is more than just an 

ideological debate.  This change in the relationship may be less 

than it seems, however, as the United States and China continue to 

seek ways to sustain and build on their past diplomacy, 

particularly in the wake of September 11th.35 

Clearly, “status quo” is no longer an adequate term to describe 

the security environment in Northeast Asia.  Previous alternatives 

to the status quo are not a realistic foundation for determining the 

future of the United States in the region.  What, then, is a viable 

scenario? What role would United States presence in the region 

play in such a scenario?  Is there still a window of opportunity for 
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US policy makers that can promote the long-term common 

interests of a prosperous and stable region? 

A FOURTH OPTION 

Given all of the above, the central focus of any proposal for 

the future security architecture of Northeast Asia must center on 

the reunification of Korea.  While this specific goal is clearly in 

the long-term interest of every nation in the region, it also 

provides an exceptional opportunity for building broader, 

multilateral frameworks for future cooperation and stability in the 

region.  To succeed in this daunting task, there are important steps 

that each nation must take.   

The first common step is the recognition of shared dangers 

and shared opportunities.  Next is the realization that this is an 

economic as well as a military challenge.  Finally, there is the 

common obligation of accepting the long-term responsibilities 

inherent in reunification.  One of the clearest lessons from the 

reunification of Germany is that the most demanding tasks come 

after actual reunification.  By most estimates the actual costs of 

reunifying Korea—economic, political, and social—will far 

exceed the costs of reunifying Germany. 

In order to successfully move toward reunification and 

beyond, each state has specific steps it must take.  The primary 

task for the two Koreas is the continuation of dialogue, no matter 

how slow or inconclusive the pace might appear to be.  In recent 

years, South Korea has taken primary responsibility for initiating 

and sustaining this dialogue.  Meanwhile, North Korean leaders 

are torn in conflicting directions.  Survival of the nation requires 

opening one of the world’s most isolated societies, reforming and 

modernizing the economy, and integrating it into the global 



Japan’s Changing Role 

23 

economy.  Survival of the particular regime in power requires 

avoiding all these steps.  Mindful of the fate of the rulers of East 

Germany and Communist Romania, North Korean leaders are 

directly threatened by the very policies they must endorse.  Other 

nations in the region can contribute to bridging this divide through 

diplomatic intervention and economic development assistance.  In 

the end, resolution of the first steps in true reunification is a 

Korean responsibility.  While awaiting this resolution, there are 

things other states should and, in some cases, should not do.    

One task that each nation should not undertake is the rapid 

alteration of the current strengths of the region’s military.  In the 

near term this includes sustaining the level of American troops.  

Changes in troop posture can and should be considered as 

appropriate to reinforce and reward positive steps in the direction 

of peace and reunification.  These changes in posture can include 

rebasing within the region, but not redeploying troops away from 

the region.  American forces still play a vital role as both a 

deterrent and as a symbol of commitment.  Removing them from 

the region could trigger a response from other nations that would 

easily escalate, even if the intent were to replace one-for-one the 

military capabilities withdrawn by the United States.  One US 

Army division sustained in Korea is far less threatening than 

comparable military capabilities developed by the Japanese to 

replace the Americans.   

This in turn highlights the important task for Japan.  Before it 

can contribute a viable force to the region’s security it must have 

the region’s confidence.  Much of that confidence is tied to how 

Japan deals with its World War II history in the region.  It cannot 

meet the goal of cooperation when neighbors still fear militarism.  
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Those fears are also rooted in Japan’s domestic politics.  Strong 

Japanese political leadership—one that has gained the trust and 

confidence of the people by restructuring of the economy and 

reforming the political process—will then have the credibility to 

build a consensus of support for a less constrained military policy.  

Until then, military modernization and Constitutional revision are 

far too much to expect. 

Furthermore, the rebuilding and strengthening of the Japanese 

economy before reunification is absolutely essential to both Korea 

and Japan.  The immediate costs of reunification will be borne by 

Korea’s neighbors.  In the long run, successful reunification will 

be to strengthen the region’s domestic economy and further secure 

its important global role.  In the short run, reunification will mean 

refugees, massive humanitarian aid, a complete reordering of the 

political and economic infrastructure, some form of domestic 

peacekeeping, and major economic development investments that 

will not provide any significant fiscal return for years, perhaps 

decades.  A Japan that is not economically strong enough to 

substantially contribute to that process will have two options.  The 

first option is to endure the high costs and further weaken its 

domestic economy and political legitimacy.  The second option is 

to attempt to isolate itself from the process, further weaken its 

regional legitimacy, and perhaps ultimately find itself excluded 

from the long-term economic benefits of successful reunification.    

For China, meeting this challenge can be almost as complex a 

task as it will be for Japan.  China’s advantage is its existing ties 

with the two Koreas.  This uniquely valuable position makes 

China crucial to this initial reunification process, reinforcing to 

other nations the importance of carefully sustaining a productive 
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diplomatic relationship with China.  Carrying out this role also has 

domestic risks for China.  The initial turmoil of reunification 

would be immediately felt in China.  Economic refugees from 

North Korea’s current economic crisis are already making their 

way to China in growing numbers.  The increasing number of 

North Koreans requesting political asylum from foreign embassies 

in Beijing has created a serious political and diplomatic crisis.  

China walks a delicate tightrope with its own domestic hard-

liners.  Clearly it must do all that it can to prevent political and 

economic chaos in the two states on its borders.  Of those two 

states, the regime most in need of change is its ideological ally 

while the other is one of its most important trading partners.  

Already struggling to maintain its own economic growth and 

internal political order, the rush of demands that will follow 

reunification will be difficult to absorb even for a nation as large 

as China.  

But if China has much to lose it also has much to gain.  The 

economic and political benefits of ensuring successful 

reunification would be both international and domestic.  Through 

full participation and leadership—where and when it can best do 

so—in this process, China can provide for broader regional 

stability.  This process will develop confidence-building measures 

and networks for future cooperation and conflict resolution.  To be 

fully successful, however, China must join other nations in the 

region in resisting the temptation to dramatically alter the current 

military balance.  For example, a unilateral buildup of troops to 

contend with economic refugees from North Korea would, at best, 

send mixed signal to other nations.  Hard liners in the United 

States would be likely to rhetorically exploit such a move no 
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matter how logical it might be for the purposes of internal 

domestic order.  Any change in the military balance as 

reunification draws near must be multilateral, transparent, and 

focused on humanitarian relief and peacekeeping. 

For the United States, the keys to this process are continued 

dialogue and cooperation with China, continued incremental 

rather than dramatic revisions to Japan’s security structure 

matched with dramatic rather than incremental revisions to 

Japan’s economic structure, continued involvement in the 

dialogue between the two Koreas, and continued regional 

presence.  This delicate balancing act is clearly made more 

difficult by China’s tensions with Taiwan and the debate over 

missile defense, recurring battles with Japan over trade, and the 

notoriously mercurial leadership in North Korea.  Other issues 

may cloud the regional picture at the margins.  However, the 

peaceful reunification of Korea is the linchpin for long-term 

security and stability in the region.  Those nations that fail to 

recognize this and fail to take part in the delicate, long-term 

process undermine the success of this important effort while 

dramatically diminishing any prospect for securing their own 

long-term interests in the region. 
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